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 One of life’s great fears is that we will end up alone. But in the life to which Jesus calls us, we don’t need to have 
this fear, because it is simply impossible to follow Jesus alone. Jesus always calls us to follow him with others. 
 

___ 
 

At the start of our text in Luke, Jesus is a solo hiker climbing a mountain to be alone with God in prayer. In our 
pursuit of life with God, we can be like solo hikers, as though faith is all up to us, the progress we make is all up to us, and 
the trouble we face must be faced all alone. 

 
But proper image of Jesus’ life isn’t that of a solo hiker, but something more like this (show group hikers picture). 

In his life with God, even Jesus needed others around him. When Jesus withdrew for solitary prayer, the purpose of his 
time alone was so he could live with others, showing them the way of God’s kingdom. Jesus doesn’t call any solitary 
believers because he himself didn’t lie with God in isolation from others. By God’s design, he shared with the twelve 
apostles Luke names for us. 
 

Some of the apostles Simon and Andrew, James and John, surely knew each other from childhood. Others, 
perhaps like Bartholomew and James son of Alphaeus, never would have met had Jesus not brought them together. 
Everyone needs relationships that they didn’t choose but were given to them by Jesus. 

 
That’s what the church is. The church is other people. The church is the people whom Jesus calls to himself. 

Spend much time with the church and we get to know what Eugene Peterson has said: “Jesus doesn’t seem to be very 
discriminating in the children he lets into his kitchen to help with the cooking.” The others Jesus gives us will likely be 
different from those we’d choose to be with were it all up to us. 

 
Our family had just moved here and an acquaintance I’d made outside of the church asked what I thought of the 

area. I said I’d never lived in a place where the driveways were so long and there was so much space between the 
neighbors. He said when he moved to Chesterland, it was six months before he met a single neighbor on his street. He was 
doing some spring-cleaning at the front of his property and someone came down the street, walking a dog. He smiled, 
waved, and said, “Hi!” The person with the dog stopped and said they lived two houses down. My new friend said, “I’ve 
lived here for six months and you’re the first neighbor I’ve met.” The neighbor replied, “I know! Isn’t it great?!” 

 
There’s something that sounds so great about choosing our own community. Choose the place we want to live, 

and the people we want to live near. Which by, implication, can mean choosing the people and places we’d rather not 
have so near. The neighbor with the dog continued, “I know that if I ever needed someone, one of my neighbors would be 
there for me. But mostly we just leave each other alone. Don’t you love this place?” But I don’t know how you can believe 
someone will be there for you if you never let them into your life. 

 
When Jesus brought the apostles into his life he was also giving them to each other. Part of their formation as his 

followers was learning that life in the way of Jesus doesn’t revolve around me and my needs, around my wants and 
preferences. This is a hard thing to learn, which is why the disciples would with each other. All of the gospels tell us this, 
that twelve whom the Savior called were not saved from arguing. They argued about which of them was the greatest. 
They argued about was faithful to Jesus and which was going astray. 2,000 years later, Jesus still listens to his followers 
argue over these things.  

 
I wonder if Jesus chooses not to stop his church from arguing, like the time when, according to Mark, Jesus 

listened to his disciples argue on a road all the way through Galilee. He just enduring miles and miles of the apostles’ 
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bickering. When he finally called them on it, he didn’t weigh in on who he thought was right and who was wrong. Instead, 
them that greatness in God’s kingdom is measured in service to others.  

 
After all, the Jesus doesn’t call people around similarity of viewpoint. That would be a political party. And don’t 

we know these days that even members of the same political party have a hard time getting along? Jesus calls us with 
others––even others with whom we might have little in common except we’ve all been loved to death by Jesus––because 
it’s only in the company of others, and in the company of others different from us, that we learn to love like Jesus and learn 
to be loved by Jesus. 

 
About 350 years after Jesus’ day, some Christian men and women left the cities of Egypt to pursue life with God in 

the desert. These desert Christians were as serious about the spiritual life as any who have lived. For that reason, they 
spent a good deal of time in solitude, in prayer and meditation. But they had an uncompromising conviction that’s a 
message for us today. They believed that living in God’s eternal truth and love has less to do with who we are with God on 
our own, and much more to do with the quality of our relationships with others. 

 
One of the greatest desert monks was named Anthony the Great. He had a saying: “Our life and our death is with 

our neighbor. If we win our brother, we win God. If we cause our brother to stumble, we have sinned against Christ.” We 
can imagine Anthony adding, if we try to avoid our neighbor and the life God gives us together, we have ended up 
distancing ourselves from Christ. 

 
Some of the desert monks had funny names. One was called John the Dwarf. He had a saying: “You don’t build a 

house by starting with the roof and working down. You start with the foundation.” They said, “What does that mean?” 
He said, “The foundation is the neighbor whom we must win. The neighbor is where we start. Every commandment of 
Christ depends on this.” 

 
The community of disciples Jesus calls tells us, the foundation of our relationship with God isn’t simply a personal, 

private relationship with Jesus. Our love for God has to do with our love for those around us.  
 
Jesus forms a community of followers because the gospel is all about relationship. The gospel is all about God 

winning us to himself by giving his life away in Christ. The goal of following Jesus is to become people of the gospel, to 
become a people with Jesus-shaped lives. And we can’t learn that life in just a me-and-Jesus relationship. It has to be me 
and Jesus, and the neighbor whom I learn love without expecting anything in return. 

 
Because, in Christ, God gave his life without expecting anything in return. Does Christ who died for us deserve 

our love, our loyalty, our worship? Absolutely. But he didn’t die for us expecting that. Love is only really love, and grace is 
only really grace, when it’s given without strings attached, without expecting anything in return.  

 
And so, the night before Jesus died, when he was at supper with his disciples, Jesus held up a loaf of bread and 

said, “This is my body which is given for you.” After supper, he held up a cup of wine and said, “This cup is the new 
covenant in my blood, which is poured out for you.” He was saying, I’m giving you myself with no strings attached. 

 
And then, Luke says, the disciples started to argue. First they argued over which of them was the betrayer. Then 

they started to argue over which of them was the greatest. Jesus didn’t stop them from arguing but said, “Which one is 
greater, the one who is seated at the table or the one who serves at the table? Isn't it the one who is seated at the table? But 
I am among you as one who serves.” Maybe this is why, when Jesus calls us into the church, we’re likely to find another 
whom that we’d like to get away from. But maybe Jesus gave us that person so we would learn to serve like him. 

 
Luke gives us the names of the twelve disciples, but he doesn’t tell us why they decided to go down the road with 

Jesus. Did they find him a compelling, organizing center to life? Did they believe he was the best hope they’d ever find in 
life? Did life feel old and tired and they wanted to break for something new? By the end of the road, when Jesus was about 
to win the world to God by giving his life away, Jesus gave them the bread and wine that made it clear why he had called 
them all together: so they would learn to give their lives away just like him. 

 
So Jesus sends the church into the world without expectation that the world should love them back. This is why 

Jesus community doesn’t live to defend itself to others, or define itself over against others, or claim greatness over others, 
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but to give itself away to others. And there is a tremendous grace, to be part of a community that lives to gives itself away 
like Jesus. The grace is, we’ll find the love Jesus has for us is as real and close as some neighbor Jesus gives us. 

 
Three and a half years ago I fell while running and thought I’d only banged up my knee. But turned out I’d 

herniated a disc in my back. While I was recovering I visited a surgeon to see if surgery would be necessary in my case. I 
told the session that if I needed surgery I’d have to take some medical leave. For as many hospital calls as I’d made to 
serve others’ in Jesus name, it felt harder to open myself to letting others serve me. 

 
When shared my medical situation with the session, at the end of the meeting one of the session members said, “I 

think we need to pray for our pastor.” The twelve members of the session gathered around me, put their hands on me, 
and prayed. It turned out I didn’t need surgery. I give thanks for that. But I give greater thanks for a community through 
which God reminded me that Jesus doesn’t call me live or believe on my own. The others whom God has given me are 
part of the way God keep on winning me Christ. 

 
When God calls us to follow Jesus, others come with him. Some days, this can be maddening. It’s just how it is. 

But every relationship God gives us is for the sake of grace. It is grace to learn to serve like Jesus, loving others without 
expectation of being loved in return. But also, perhaps more importantly, it is grace to receive those whom God gives to 
remind us just how close and dependable the love of Christ really is. 

 
The purpose of the church is to be people in whom God can happen for someone else. This is why, in Luke, Jesus 

doesn’t call disciples. As it says in chapter 6, verse 13, Jesus called apostles. “Apostles” are those who are sent. People who are 
sent into the world. People who move close to others, because with every neighbor we love God only draws us deeper into 
the love of Christ our Lord. Amen.  


